THE MAGNATES

lost its certainty and assumed the inconsistencies of a dream. What
could she be certain of? What memory was certainly not an hallucina-
tion? Her uneasiness increased.

"The important thing is to know how to manage them," the Chief
Attendant explained. "I must say, I know something about it. I was
a bit crazy myself for a time; the colonies, you know, pretty tough, eh?
So you see... But this is nothing today," he went on, "you should
hear them at the full moon; that's a pretty how-d'ye-do. Of course, in
one way it's quite understandable; to know what the moon's like you've
got to have seen it rising over the desert..."

As he spoke of the moon, his expression grew strained; the puffiness
round his little eyes seemed to diminish, his smile grew vague...

There was the men's wing, and then the women's. The old women
were imprisoned too, their long grey hair hanging down their cheeks,
their eyes hungry, their breasts swinging about their waists.

Then, suddenly., the clamour, that might have been rising from an
equatorial jungle at a moment of alarm, ceased, as if a bird, passing
overhead, had given some mysterious warning. The senile monsters,
now grown calm, though without apparent reason, all came forward to
stand side by side against their iron bars.

A somewhat corpulent creature was advancing firmly down the
alleyway; his clothing was neither that of a man nor of a woman; a flat
black hat, a long black cloak that reached to his feet, beneath which
could be seen the hem of a white robe.  When he was twenty yards
away, Isabelle recognized Father Boudret, her cousin's confessor.
The Dominican came up to the two women and greeted them.
"Yes," he said, replying to a question of Isabelle5s, "I come here
every visiting day I can.  Two old penitents of mine are here.  And I
believe that I would still come here even without them."

Madame Polant, fawning, mewed: "Yes, Father... Oh, how good
you are, Father ..."

"And it was you, Father, who said that Hell did not exist," said
Isabelle indicating their surroundings.

"Precisely, Madame; this is Hell, The good Lord has given men old
age as an expiation of their sins, and I believe it is sufficient. All forms
of old age are an expiation."

While he was speaking thus, the eyes of the old lunatics were all
turned on him in silence. And he himself, carrying his square head
majestically high, gazed steadily at the cages.

"But do you believe, Father, that they know?" Isabelle asked.
"Surely they have no awareness any more."

"Enough to suffer," the Father replied; "and I assure you that they
suffer appallingly. Those who have still complete or intermittent
powers of reasoning, because they are conscious of their plight, and
those who have it no longer in another form, but as cruel a one. It
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